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Textual Transmission as Textual Participation: 
The Case of Materialism in S.Y. Agnon’s 

Perception of Language
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(UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM)

One of the most fundamental notions of rabbinic Judaism is that concerning textual 
transmission. The Jewish text is always on the move— sometimes back and forth— 
from God to humanity, from generation to generation, from teacher to students. 
Textual transmission encompasses and even necessitates another idea, that of textual 
participation. A text does not simply change hands; it is always transformed in the 
process, and the agents of this process, by the very act of transmission, are those who 
reshape the text. This essay seeks to show the ways in which such notions are incorpo-
rated in the belletristic work of Shmuel Yosef Agnon.

Textual transmission, in the context of the present essay, is part and parcel of the 
broader notion of “linguistic materialism.” The material aspect of language is every-
thing that reveals language to our senses. Linguistic materialism is perceived here as 
the idea that meaning is to be found, not only in words, but also in the concrete mate-
rial of which language is made. Thus, in order for a text to be transmitted, one or more 
objects need to be exchanged. Sounds, ink, paper, parchment, letters, books: all are 
materialistic manifestations of language that enable the act of textual transmission.

Agnon was a conscious agent in the process of textual transmission. This is ap-
parent, for instance, in his work as an anthologist. The anthologies compiled by 
Agnon are not merely a summing up of Jewish discourse on language and its deriva-
tives. They are also doors, textual stations, as it were, through which one can traverse 
and evaluate the whole of his oeuvre. They serve, as will be seen, as a depository for 
relevant sources in the analysis of Agnon’s work. In addition, they are the very em-
bodiment of his notion of textual transmission.

Agnon was born in 1887 in Buczacz, Polish Galicia (now Buchach, Ukraine). 
When he was only 16, he published poems and short prose in various Jewish jour-
nals, in both Yiddish and Hebrew. In 1908, he emigrated to Ottoman Palestine, where 
he published several short stories in Hebrew; for his livelihood, he worked along-
side Arthur Ruppin at the Palestinian office of the Zionist Organization. In 1912, 
both Agnon and Ruppin went to Germany. Although Ruppin returned after a while to 
Palestine, Agnon remained in Germany for 12 years. In the first years of his stay, he 
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Textual Transmission as Textual Participation 27

worked as an editor at the Jüdischer Verlag.1 He was not particularly interested in the 
“special occasion” anthologies produced by this publishing house.2 However, once he 
turned to subjects close to his heart, such as the High Holy Days, language (Hebrew) 
and books (Torah and everything emanating from it), he became a dedicated compiler 
of anthologies— as Gershon Scholem noted, anthology compilation was “much more 
than a mere sideline in his creative work as a writer.”3 According to Baruch Kurzweil, 
Agnon felt obliged to persevere in what he regarded as a sacred endeavor even though 
this necessitated a substantial amount of time and effort on his part; Kurzweil him-
self was “astounded by the enormous compromise and sacrifice evident in Agnon’s 
self- abnegation.”4

Following his return to Mandate Palestine, Agnon published three anthologies, 
Yamim noraim (Days of Awe; 1938, 1947) Sefer sofer vesipur (Book, Writer, and 
Story; 1938) and Atem reitem (You Yourselves Have Seen; 1959).5 In a response that 
was perhaps intended to assuage his own conscience or else to respond to a critic who 
might accuse him of wasting his artistic energy,6 Agnon told David Kena’ani: “There 
is power in the act of dissemination, as in the making of encyclopedias [and the 
anthologies].”7 Whereas Days of Awe is an anthology of sources concerning Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the other two tell the story of Jewish textual transmis-
sion: they are texts about texts. Agnon continued working on the latter two anthol-
ogies over the course of his career; after his death, updated versions of Sefer sofer 
vesipur and Atem reitem were published (in 1978 and in 1995, respectively). The new 
editions of the books encompassed a substantially greater number of sources and 
themes. Nevertheless, language remained the meta- subject of each. Concerning Sefer 
sofer vesipur, Agnon noted that it was “an assemblage of legends about books and 
authors,”8 whereas Atem reitem concerned itself with the gathering and Revelation 
at Sinai.9 One of the dominant themes in these anthologies is a materialistic notion 
of the Hebrew language, as described above. Indeed, this notion permeates not only 
the anthologies but Agnon’s work as a whole; it is so inherent in his worldview and 
literary practices that one cannot imagine the Agnonian universe without it. And yet, 
like gravity, its very omnipresence may cause it to go unnoticed, such that readers are 
likely to overlook the force it exerts on Agnon’s literary mechanisms.

The Notion of Natural Language in Agnon’s Creative Mind

In the “secular” (or conventional) perspective regarding language, there is no neces-
sary link between the form of language (whether written or oral) and the content it 
seeks to denote. In contrast, the “religious” or “mystical” perspective holds that there 
is an inherent, natural connection between words and the things they describe. The 
“table,” for example, as an object in all its meanings (shape, possible uses, and so on) 
can be described only through the word “table”; that is, the actual sound of the word, 
and its orthography, are indispensable parts of the object’s “tableness.”10

This primitive, or natural, linguistic perception of language has many variations. 
Thus (to choose a paradigm far removed from Jewish thought), many Japanese, even 
today, believe in kotodama, which “literally refers to the mysterious power dwelling 
in words. In ancient times, it was believed that what words represented would be 
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realized by kotodama’s supernatural power.”11 According to J.M.Y. Simpson, this 
“primitive” linguistic perception of language is marked by three dominant assump-
tions: namely, the (sacred) origin of language, the natural connection between words 
and things, and the perceived power of language to shape reality.12 In this regard, con-
sider the following opening of Agnon’s short story “The Sense of Smell”:

The holy tongue [Hebrew] is a language like no other. All other tongues exist only by 
agreement, each nation having agreed upon its language. But the holy tongue is the one 
in which the Torah was given, the one through which the blessed Holy One created His 
world.13

Given the perceived sacred origin of Hebrew, one of the more astonishing ideas 
expressed in rabbinical Judaism is that the “holy tongue” existed before the crea-
tion of the world.14 The Torah, which according to traditional Jewish belief was 
authored by God, is regarded as always having existed, even prior to the world of 
phenomena:

Nine hundred and seventy- four generations before the world was created, the Torah was 
already written and nestling in the bosom of the Holy One, blessed be He, reciting song 
with the ministering angels. For it is said [Prov. 8:30], “Then I was with Him as a nurs-
ling, and I was daily all delight.”15

Agnon chose this midrash for the opening of Sefer sofer vesipur.16 In similar fashion, 
the first chapter of Atem reitem is titled “Before Creation,” and in it Agnon raises the 
subject of the Torah’s preexistence in relation to the world, as discussed in numerous 
sources. According to traditional belief, not only did the Torah exist before the world, 
it helped God create the world: it was the blueprint, as it were, that God, like an archi-
tect, consulted before he made the world the way it is.

The second characteristic of the primitive, natural perception of language concerns 
the intimate relationship between words and things. Reality, as it emanates from lan-
guage, blurs the border between words and things. The narrator in ’Ad henah (To This 
Day),17 for instance, bears Agnon’s own first two names, Shmuel Yosef, and in addi-
tion, the two share many biographical characteristics. In consequence, the traditional 
dichotomy between author/ character is effaced. At one point, Shmuel Yosef offers 
a lament: “There are words for every occasion. What a pity there aren’t occasions 
[devarim] for every word.”18 Shmuel Yosef’s proclamation subverts the common 
Western notion of some occasions being “beyond words” or the Romantic poet’s 
cry:  “Oh! If only I had words for the things I  feel!” According to Shmuel Yosef/ 
Agnon, there are sufficient words; one must merely have the proper occasion to use 
them. Put somewhat differently, language is limited not by the world itself, but by the 
poverty of occasions in the world.

In Hebrew, there is a manifest connection between word and thing: the word davar 
means both. Moreover, the biblical story of creation tells us that creation was car-
ried out through language, as in the famous formula of “God said, let there be X, 
and there was X.” Agnon gives the following citation from the Zohar’s version of the 
creation story:
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When God decided to create the world, He looked at the Torah, at each and every word, 
and fashioned the world accordingly. . . . [I] t is written, “In the beginning God created 
the heavens and the earth.” Looking at this word [i.e., “heavens”], God created the 
heavens. . . . And so it went, with each and every word in the Torah: the Holy One, blessed 
be He, looked at the word and created the thing to which it referred.19

If the origin of the Torah (language, Hebrew) is transcendent to reality, if the Torah 
is “radically ontologized”20 and language is what constructs the world, it seems ob-
vious that it also has the power to shape reality. This powerful tool of language, used 
by God himself to create the world, is now in the hands of humans, enabling them— 
indeed, demanding of them— to use it, and to use it wisely. In the Talmud, R. Meir 
offers the following advice he received from R. Yishmael with regard to his work as 
a scribe: “My son, be careful in your vocation, for your vocation is heavenly service, 
and care must be taken [when working on a new Torah scroll] lest you omit a single 
letter or add a single letter out of place, and you end up destroying the whole world in 
its entirety.”21

In philosophical terms, the dichotomy between natural and conventional language 
was first formulated in Plato’s dialogue Cratylus. Aristotle, Plato’s student, follows 
the conventional path when he writes: “A name is a spoken sound significant by con-
vention. . . . I say ‘by convention’ because no name is a name naturally but only when 
it has become a symbol.”22 The connection between words and things, according to 
him, is arbitrary, and written signs are of no ontological significance. In his short story 
“The Sign,” Agnon summarizes how Aristotle’s model of language operates:

Every word he said was carved into the forms of letters, and the letters joined together 
into words, and the words formed what he had to say. These are the things as I remember 
them, word for word.23

Agnon, at least declaratively, belongs to those who perceive language (Hebrew) 
as a natural entity. Reading “The Sign,” one may have the impression that Agnon is 
negating, even mocking, Aristotle’s model. Instead of a linear flow from things (re-
ality) to thought, spoken words, and written signs, we have an endless loop. In the 
beginning was language. The words, already existing— neither created nor shaped 
through reality— are “carved into the forms of letters.” Then they join to create 
words, and to shape “what he had to say.” Just in case the reader does not under-
stand the irony, Agnon adds: “These are the things as I remember them, word for 
word.” Remembering is what happens when memory and language come together. In 
Agnon’s model as described here, language is what begets things and not vice versa. 
From there the process of remembering occurs, the remembering of things only to 
dissolve them again into words, into the idiom “word for word.” Remembering, by 
the very utterance of a given event, also reshapes it. The remembering of a text is a re- 
textualization of that text, and thus connects transmission of the text (that is, remem-
bering) with participation in it.

In this vein, Agnon was not only an agent of textual transmission— that is, someone 
who receives and passes on a given corpus of texts— but also a textual participator. 
A famous distinction between two kinds of students, one who is like “a cistern sealed 
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with lime that does not lose a drop” versus one who is like “a wellspring” (Avot 2:8), 
appears in many other classic rabbinical texts (for example, Horayot 14a; Berakhot 
64a). The Torah, embodied as water, is retained by the scholar who remembers it (who 
“does not lose a drop”) and continually renewed by the scholar who is like a well-
spring. Indeed, Jewish textual transmission includes, by definition, the component of 
participation. There are many famous sources demanding from the Jewish believer 
not merely to learn the Torah but also to renew it.24

Textual participation is an intrinsic part of textual transmission in Agnon’s work 
even in the case of the anthologies he compiled, which, on the surface, may appear 
to be pure textual transmission. In fact, Agnon succeeds in turning them into an 
exercise in active textual participation. In a collection of Agnon’s extra- literary 
texts, Me’atzmi el ’atzmi, he relates how he once abandoned a book project “be-
cause of people who pile up books” by means of claiming authorship of others’ 
works: “After my book Days of Awe was published, along came parasites . . . who 
took what I had labored on and made books for themselves. Among these false 
authors were those who acquired [my book] by making changes in it . . . and those 
who copied from my book without understanding what they were copying.”25 If an 
anthology is a collection of sources, how can one plagiarize it? More intriguing, 
how can one know that a given anthology is a plagiarism of another, given that the 
sources within are available to all? In his interview with David Kena’ani, Agnon 
clarified the matter, explaining that he had “added” a source to the anthology, a 
book titled Kol dodi. Yet this book does not really exist. Rather, Agnon claimed, it 
is “the voice I hear in time of inspiration or epiphany.”26 This explanation (which 
substantiates Agnon’s claim that others plagiarized his work, as they presumably 
quoted from Kol dodi) attests to the fact that he conceived of his anthologies as true 
creations, in a manner reminiscent of Borges’ famous story about Pierre Menard, 
the (imaginary) author who rewrote Don Quixote.27

Golden Letters in To This Day

The smallest units of written language are letters. Agnon’s anthologies contain many 
references to letters; in Sefer sofer vesipur, he devotes an entire section to the sub-
ject.28 The texts he cites cover various aspects of the topic, among them, the impor-
tance and origin of the individual letters as well as the Hebrew alphabet in its totality 
(22 letters, or 27, if one counts five letters occurring only at the end of words). “Our 
holy letters,” writes Agnon, quoting from the 17th- century ethical treatise Shenei luh ̣ot 
habrit, “are not conventional like the letters of the [other] nations, which are only 
signs; [our letters] are holy substances carved from above.”29

This positive attitude toward letters and their power was expressed by Agnon on 
various occasions. The most well- known example is his use of the letters ’ayin and 
gimel, which play a prominent role in works such as “Edo and Enam” and “Forever.”30 
In these stories all the characters’ names start with an ’ayin or gimel, the first two 
letters of Agnon’s name as spelled in Hebrew. Elsewhere, however, Agnon shows 
how the power of letters can be abused. In what follows, we shall examine one of the 
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many themes appearing in To This Day, Agnon’s last novel to be published during his 
lifetime.

As noted, the hero- narrator Shmuel Yosef (his last name is not given) shares a 
number of biographical characteristics with Agnon the author. Like Agnon, Shmuel 
Yosef has traveled from Palestine to Germany sometime prior to the outbreak of the 
First World War, and in the course of the story, he goes from place to place, trying to 
find a place to stay. What prompts one of his journeys (to a town called Grimma) is a 
request made by the widow of a certain Dr. Levi to come to her house and advise her 
on the library she has been left with: two rooms full of rare books.

Two of the many characters appearing in To This Day are Isaac König and 
Dr. Mittel.31 The former wants to create new Hebrew fonts, while the latter is a re-
nowned bibliographer of Jewish books. Both deal with the materialistic aspect of 
language— its form, rather than its content. Herr König, who casts his new letters in 
the workshop of Kaiser & Co., wishes to get the approval of Dr. Mittel, who tells him:

You can see how unfairly I’ve been treated. I’ve been accused of being ungenerous 
towards the younger generation of bibliographers— but not only can they have their share 
of the books you print, they can have my share too, because I don’t even want to look at 
them.32

In a bizarre twist, it turns out that Kaiser & Co. is linked with none other than 
Kaiser Wilhelm II (1859– 1941), who ruled Germany during the First World War:

Above them rose the Reform temple with its gilded tiles [in the original Hebrew text, the 
word is levenim, or bricks] made by the Wilhelm Kaiser Royal Tile Works. Once, the joke 
went, the Jews made bricks for the Pharaoh and now the Kaiser made tiles for the Jews. 
Moreover, he made them of gold while Pharaoh’s bricks were made of clay and straw.33

Agnon here is drawing a connection between Kaiser Wilhelm and Pharaoh— both 
of them mighty kings of empires in which Israel was in exile. In another place, he 
draws a different set of parallels, between the Hebrew letters and stone (bricks). 
In order to fully appreciate the link, one must be aware of the fact that To This Day 
contains numerous allusions to Sefer yetzirah (Book of Creation).34 This work, tra-
ditionally attributed to the Patriarch Abraham though it was actually written some-
time between the second and sixth century, is the earliest known kabbalistic book. It 
describes three dimensions of being: the world (cosmology), the year (time) and the 
human body. One of the most notable characteristics of Sefer yetzirah’s terminology 
is its use of even (stone) for letter and bayit (house) for word, as in the following 
segment:

Two stones build 2 houses. Three stones build 6 houses. Four stones build 24 houses. Five 
stones build 120 houses. Six stones build 720 houses. Seven stones build 5040 houses. 
From here on go out and calculate that which the mouth cannot speak and the ear cannot 
hear (4:16).35

In order to exhaust the permutational potential in a given word, one must use the 
factorial. Two letters can create two words— as with אב (father) and בא (come). By 
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applying the factorial to a three- letter word, we obtain 6 different possibilities, and a 
seven- letter word can create as many as 5,040 different words.

What seems at first to be a whimsical connection between Pharaoh and Kaiser 
Wilhelm, becomes more understandable once we see how Sefer yetzirah formulates 
the analogies between letters and stones (bricks) and words and houses. This, how-
ever, is by no means the last of Agnon’s linkages. Later on, Shmuel Yosef makes refer-
ence to a tale recounted in a story titled “The Outcast,” which was written by Agnon. 
This occurs in a scene where, after parting from his non- Jewish lover, Shmuel Yosef 
runs into an acquaintance— a Reform Jew— who chides him by making reference to 
the biblical story of the Israelites’ whoring after Moabite women (Num. 25:1– 9). In 
response, Shmuel Yosef recalls a tale about a rabbi:

You may have heard of the consternation of the great Rabbi Gershom when, confronted 
by a man who had sinned, he recognized the same evil impulse in himself. And this hap-
pened as he was coming from a synagogue, a holy place! Imagine then how someone like 
me, having just parted from a German woman, felt to be reminded of the Moabites that 
Israel had whored after— and by a Reform Jew, of all people, the kind we scoffed at for 
being more German than the Germans.36

With this allusion to “The Outcast,” Agnon creates a participating textual transmis-
sion of his own work.37 It is entirely plausible that when the narrator of To This Day, 
Shmuel Yosef, characterizes Reform Jews as “the kind we scoffed at for being more 
German than the Germans,” he speaks in the name of Agnon the author.

The synagogue appearing in To This Day is both a concrete and a metaphorical 
space. It is a new building, a gilded- tiled house of worship that offers its congregants 
what is essentially a new set of prayers, even if these are based on the traditional 
Jewish liturgy. And as Agnon reminds us, it is no longer a synagogue, but rather a 
Reform temple. If one still doubts Agnon’s poetical attitude toward such a temple, the 
following source from Sefer sofer vesipur dispels such doubts: “The story goes that 
someone once brought to the Sages the Torah of Alexandros, and all the Divine Names 
in it were written in gold. And the Sages said: It must be put away [tiganez].”38 Like 
German Reform Jewry, the intentions of the scribe who wrote the Torah of Alexandros 
were apparently innocent: in order to differentiate between God and his creatures, he 
wrote God’s sacred name in gold. The Sages, however, found this “golden” Torah un-
suitable for reading— yet at the same time holy enough to be stored alongside other 
out- of- use sacred Jewish texts.

In To This Day, golden letters are linked with Herr König, the creator of fonts. 
Agnon—  or at least his narrator, Shmuel Yosef— expresses mixed feelings toward this 
character. On the one hand, König is a “likable, good- natured man with hands of gold. 
Everything he did had an artist’s flair. Even his Hebrew characters, though not in favor 
with Isaac Mittel, were popular with the printers.”39 On the other hand, König is the 
one who was once consulted about a certain gift given to Nachum Berish, a dayan 
(rabbinical judge), by one of the more important members of his flock. Berish, telling 
the story, comments that the gift- giver “brought it to me pleased as punch, as if he 
were giving me, ay, ay, ay, who knows what treasure.”40 What was the gift? A biblical 
cyclopedia— a concordance, a compendium of all the words of the Bible— “bound in 
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leather with gold letters.”41 This gold- plated present, expensive though it was, was an 
unwanted gift, and the giver’s good intentions were for naught.

Elsewhere in To This Day, Agnon draws a different set of negative connections 
between language (again, Hebrew), stone, and gold. These connections involve a 
certain bibliographer named Steinschneider. Though Steinschneider’s first name is 
not given in To This Day, one cannot help but think of Moritz Steinschneider, the 
famous German Jewish bibliographer who was one of the most important figures of 
Wissenschaft des Judentums; he died in 1907, which fits the timeframe of Agnon’s 
book. In To This Day, Steinschneider is mourned, so to speak, by his rival, Dr. Mittel 
(the latter was once “mentioned in a footnote with an exclamation point as if to say, ‘So 
says Mittel, and you can believe him if you care to’ ”).42 The name “Steinschneider” 
translates as a lapidary, or stonecutter. In addition, “Schneider” means tailor (in both 
German and Yiddish), and this suggests another interesting onomastic interpreta-
tion: Steinschneider as a “a tailor of stones,” or, by analogy, a tailor of letters.43

According to literary critic Dan Miron, Agnon’s representation of Steinschneider 
embodies a critique of Wissenschaft des Judentums.44 The letter/ stone analogy 
reinforces this thesis. First, the narrator- author’s unhidden affection for Dr. Mittel, 
Steinschneider’s adversary, causes the reader to perceive the latter in a negative light. 
Then, recalling the biblical prohibition not to build altars with hewn stones (see, for 
example, Ex. 20:21), Steinschneider’s figure (or, at least, his name) becomes imbued 
with an additional negative dimension. Both the historical figure Moritz Steinschneider 
and his character in To This Day work in the sphere of Jewish and Hebrew books. His 
name hints that, like the gilded tiles of the Reform temple, and like the golden con-
cordance presented to Nachum Berish, Steinschneider’s well- intended bibliographic 
work in the name of Jewish studies, while seemingly authentic, is somehow lacking. 
Seeking to create a new form of textual transmission, Steinschneider does violence 
to Jewish tradition. Thus, like the well- meaning Cain standing in front of his altar, 
Steinschneider’s offerings are unwanted in God’s/ Agnon’s eyes.

“As Is the Effort, So Is the Reward”: Textual Transmission 
as Textual Participation

In “Lefi hatza’ar hasakhar” (As Is the Effort, So Is the Reward), the opening story 
of Agnon’s last collection, Haesh veha’etzim (The Fire and the Wood), the cen-
tral character is a payetan, a composer of religious poems, whose very name, Mar 
Ribi Tzidkiyah (God’s righteousness), emblemizes his moral rectitude.45 Like 
Agnon, R. Tzidkiyah creates his works during a period of national post- trauma; al-
though not stated explicitly, it appears that the story takes place around the time of 
the early Crusades.46 Following an introductory section in which the reader learns of 
R. Tzidkiyah’s great piety and high standing in his community, Agnon turns to the tale 
proper:

Let us turn our eyes from the Shechinah, which not every eye can look into, and let us 
observe the deeds of those beloved by God, poets of His righteousness such as Mar Ribi 
Tzidkiyah and his colleagues.47
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This brief and apparently straightforward paragraph expresses a profound idea: since 
we cannot understand God’s deeds, we cannot understand creation, or— to put it 
differently— we cannot understand anything that is beyond language. Let us, there-
fore, concern ourselves with language itself, that is, with what we share with the 
Creator. Let us observe how a human being, one of us, is participating in the divine 
creation. The connection between R. Tzidkiyah and Agnon is made stronger through 
the use of the plural first person in this paragraph. Agnon undoubtedly considered 
himself to be one of R. Tzidkiyah’s “colleagues,” one of those who write by and for 
the grace of the Lord.48 Indeed, Agnon, who came from a Levite family, regarded 
himself as being akin to the Levites at the Temple, “standing [ . . . ] on the platform 
with [his] singing brothers, reciting each day the song that the Levites sang in the 
Temple.”49

For R.  Tzidkiyah, writing is a religious act. Not only does he write only after 
praying to God, he also looks into his heart to see if his intentions are good, lest he be 
like those wicked ones who are scorned by God: “What right have you to recite my 
laws?” (Ps. 50:16).50 While writing, he painstakingly examines “every word to see if 
it has its origin in the Torah or the words of the Sages.”51 One cannot but be reminded 
of Agnon’s “The Sense of Smell,” which is nothing less than a score- settling with a 
critic who had dared to question his use of language.52 Agnon here uses R. Tzidkiyah’s 
work methods to explain his own, to dispel any possible suspicion concerning his own 
use of Hebrew. In addition to writing poetic texts, R. Tzidkiyah sets them to music, 
“guiding the words according to the subject.” In this way, even “those who were ig-
norant and uneducated, lacking understanding of the words, had their hearts filled 
with the melody.”53 The body of the religious song — its matter, words, spirit, and 
melody— thus becomes one.

One of R. Tzidkiyah’s unique writing rituals is to set aside a copper coin for each 
day he dedicates to writing, to be used as alms. He ties the fate of each piyut to the 
person who is given the coin: if the recipient is both learned and of good character 
(ba‘al midot), R. Tzidkiyah takes this to mean that his poem is both well- written and 
religiously worthy. If not, he either sets it aside or— in the case of the beggar being 
neither well- mannered nor learned— burns it.54 R. Tzidkiyah is not the only one to 
think that alms influence the spiritual quality of discourse; as recounted by Agnon (in 
the name of R. Nachman of Breslev) in Sefer sofer vesipur, by “giving alms for its own 
sake you’ll receive Torah for its own sake.”55 The outer world, the world of matter and 
deeds, thus determines the spiritual world, the world of aesthetics and religion. The 
traditional tension between intellectual merit (Torah) and good deeds (mitzvot, derekh 
eretz) is erased, because they are mutually dependent. Indeed, R. Tzidkiyah sets aside 
coins for charity even on days he is not writing but rather working on behalf of the 
community, whether at home or in the rabbinical court.

R. Tzidkiyah’s poems have a moral and social dimension. Reciting them at the syn-
agogue, he can “attend to the hearts of the despondent and strengthen them with the 
commandments of the great and holy God . . . for in these generations the hand of 
Edom was on the neck of Israel, decreeing that they not occupy themselves with the 
learning of Torah.”56 Clearly, language influences reality; words make things happen. 
But Agnon does not stop here. From the outset, words for R. Tzidkiyah are not merely 
tools to better understand, convey, or change reality. Rather, reality and language are 
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intertwined. R. Tzidkiyah, like Agnon in his own eyes, is one of the chosen few, one 
of “the holy poets” whom “God chose to sing His might” and, because he was right-
eous, his “quill was overflowing with alphabetical acrostics and holy and magnifi-
cent rhymes.”57 At the same time, this fountain of inspiration does not overflow in 
a manner devoid of order or system, but rather is cast in the molds of literary con-
straints, rhymes, and acrostics— another material aspect of the poetic use of language.

Moreover, through the use of coins, R. Tzidkiyah creates sacred time within the 
secular time one may call human life. He counts the time consecrated for the work of 
God through writing, learning, or working on behalf of others. His life has been given 
to him by God, but his existential duty is to create his own life, his own time— to write 
it with the coins he gives, like vanishing ink, to the next beggar knocking on his door.

At its core, “Lefi hatza’ar hasakhar” is the tale of one specific piyut composed by 
R. Tzidkiyah as a means of consoling the people of Israel. Why is it, he wonders, that 
“every day we are murdered, and every day we are slaughtered, and every day we 
are being bound [ne’ekadim] . . . and we accept everything with love.”58 Pondering 
the biblical story of ’akedat Yitzh ̣ak, the binding of Isaac, he writes a poem that he 
regards as worthy; in fact, he plans to make use of it that year on Yom Kippur, the day 
on which, according to tradition, the binding of Isaac occurred. Because he believes 
his poem to be exceptionally good, he decides to test it by means of a golden rather 
than a copper coin. Yet the poor man who arrives at his home is not at all righteous or 
learned. Agnon describes him as a kind of negative Job. Like Job he suffers—  “the suf-
ferings are crying out from his body”— but unlike Job, he does not keep silent. When 
R. Tzidkiyah tries to console him, saying, “God will help you,” the pauper only gets 
angrier. He is angry not only with R. Tzidkiyah, but, even worse, with God, saying, 
“God is rich, and I am poor, God has everything, and I have nothing.”59 An inherent 
part of the negative moral characterization of the poor man is the way he treats lan-
guage: “And furthermore, the pauper said things one could not understand, because 
moving his tongue caused him pain, and he was chopping off the beginnings of words 
and swallowing the ends of words, and prefacing each matter with . . . ‘what shall I tell 
you,’ and he was angry because, in the meanwhile, he forgot what he wanted to say.”60 
To add insult to injury, the pauper is suspicious. One does not give a whole golden 
coin as alms, he thinks to himself— this must be a plot to get him arrested by the city 
authorities.

Once the poor man has left, R. Tzidkiyah is faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, 
he feels that his poem is worthy to be recited in synagogues on Yom Kippur. On the 
other, he has to follow his rule that the quality of the beggar receiving the alms deter-
mines the quality of the poem. Other considerations also come to mind. Perhaps one 
cannot blame the poor man, because he was truly suffering— if so, perhaps he is not so 
reprehensible, and thus the poem is worth keeping? In the end, R. Tzidkiyah chastises 
himself: “I, who cannot appease the mind of one poor man of Israel, have made my-
self an emissary on behalf of Israel? . . . And if that were not sufficient, I am turning 
a sacrifice made for God into a poem.”61 Like many honest artists trying to depict 
human catastrophe, R. Tzidkiyah struggles with the moral issue of translating horror 
into art. He voices Agnon’s own predicament after the Holocaust: it is as if Agnon, 
through R. Tzidkiyah, wants to explain to his readers, and perhaps to himself, why it 
was so difficult for him to address the Holocaust directly in his work.62
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R. Tzidkiyah decides to burn his poem, now dubbed by Agnon “his ’akedah.” Full 
of remorse, he scolds himself: “For this speck of ashes I neglected the study of Torah, 
I turned aside from my wife and daughters.” His soul tries to give him solace, saying, 
“Tzidkiyahu, do you think you create poems on your own?”63 When R. Tzidkiyahu 
understands that his poem might have been acceptable to God, that he might have 
destroyed it for no good reason, his sorrow only grows. Apart from one exception, he 
ceases altogether from writing after burning his ’akedah.

Before we move on, we must note a very important detail. After R. Tzidkiyah burns 
his poem, his name becomes Tzidkiyahu. In case some readers fail to notice this 
shift, Agnon makes the matter explicit at the end of the story, informing us that the 
poet’s soul “added [the letter] vav of the Name of Four to the two letters already in his 
name.”64 Of three letters (yud, vav, and hei) that form the Tetragrammaton, the letter 
hei appears twice. When Agnon changes the name Tzidkiyah into Tzidkiyahu, he adds 
the missing third letter. Something similar happens in the Bible when Abram becomes 
Abraham and Sarai becomes Sarah (Gen. 17:5; 17:15). The letter hei is not only the 
most prominent letter of the Tetragrammaton. It is also the sole letter in the Hebrew 
alphabet that can, by itself, represent the name of God.

In the case of Tzidkiyah/ Tzidkiyahu, it is as if Agnon renders divine the poet’s 
poetico- theological doubts, and even more, so his decision to sacrifice his poem, to 
“bind” his ’akedah. As in the case of Abram- Abraham (the original binder) and Sarai- 
Sarah, names are not merely letters and sounds, but rather determine the quality of 
those bearing them.

To be sure, it appears at a certain point in the story that deeds may be more impor-
tant than language. As noted, after R. Tzidkiyahu burns his poem, he ceases writing 
altogether. Nevertheless, he continues giving alms, “and since his hands are giving 
alms of their own accord, why should he be involved in the making of poems?”65 It 
seems that Agnon here is going back to the traditional, commonsensical notion of 
regarding language as a contingent tool to deeds, objects, and reality. Immediately 
thereafter, in the next sentence he writes: “And now go see how God rewards the 
faithful.” Years have passed; R. Tzidkiyahu is old and bedridden. On Yom Kippur, his 
grandson dresses him and brings him, in his bed, to the synagogue. R. Tzidkiyahu is 
in a terrible state of mind. When he hears the cantor singing his poems, he is in great 
agony, remembering his burnt ’akedah. In fact, he never really gave up his poems for 
the “real world,” for “real deeds.” While other worshippers leave the synagogue for 
a brief pause between the musaf and minḥah prayers, R. Tzidkiyahu remains in his 
bed, mourning his physical and spiritual condition. Then, all of the sudden, he starts 
to pray to God, saying the words of a famous liturgical poem, “Ayaleni veamtzeni 
mirifyon veḥil” (Strengthen and Sustain My Heart from Weakness and Fear). This 
poem— as Agnon informs us— was written a few generations after R. Tzidkiyahu’s 
lifetime. Agnon, however, explains that everything written by “our holy poets” is first 
conceived in a realm beyond the human world. Until such time as these words are 
needed, they remain in the heavenly realm, but at times, “the chosen ones in each 
generation feel them and use them between themselves and their Father in Heaven.”66

Unless we understand the general context of “eternal language” (poetry, Hebrew) 
preceding the world, it would seem that Agnon went to needless pains to explain how 
it was possible for Tzidkiyahu to know a poem written in the future. And yet, as shown 
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elsewhere, one of Agnon’s most important themes is the connection between writing 
and catastrophe.67 Not only is (Hebrew, Jewish) discourse a- temporal and a- local, but 
Jewish (and by extension, human) suffering is as well. It is as if in every generation 
the chosen few are tapping the reservoirs of historical disasters and writing. Hence, 
textual transmission and participation has a historic dimension.

History— biblical history— is evoked in the climactic scene at the synagogue. 
Because the binding of Isaac is traditionally assumed to have occurred on Yom 
Kippur, it is customary to read the story of the ’akedah on that day. R. Tzidkiyahu 
has just poured out his soul in the words of a piyut that has not yet become known 
in the earthly realm; the author is about to show how God shows his favor. But 
first, Agnon pauses to summarize the biblical account of Isaac’s binding— like 
R. Tzidkiyahu, he references not only the Bible, but also midrashim. From here, 
Agnon moves from midrash to the “reality” of his own tale: “The angels of mercy 
brought Mar Ribi Tzidkiyahu’s tear before the throne of glory and enhanced his 
strength from above.” Miraculously recovering his vigor, R. Tzidkiyahu stands and 
leads the congregation in prayer, as he had done so many times in the past. The 
greatest wonder of all is that after he has recited all the standard prayers preceding 
the minh ̣ah prayer:

A melody started to caress his throat, and he produced solemn and magnificent rhymes. 
And even though he had burnt his ’akedah, it came back again and soared out from his 
throat.  .  .  .Six wings spread above his head, six wings above his head from here and 
six wings above his head from there, and they began to clap in a great voice, and in the 
voice was the sound of words . . . . [T] he ears, which are not in one’s control, heard the 
words . . . in rhymes and in acrostics, those [words] he had burnt after the poor man had 
come by after the making of the ’akedah.”68

We now understand why it was important for Agnon to tell us about the eternity of 
true poetry. R. Tzidkiyahu, as one of the chosen poets, once had access to his own 
poem, which he then destroyed. Nonetheless, the poem, a true work of art, remains 
in the heavenly realm. There it waits to be discovered— or, in R. Tzidkiyahu’s case, 
rediscovered.

At the conclusion of Yom Kippur, R. Tzidkiyahu tries to understand the revelation 
that has taken place. He uses a mystical method known as a “dream query” (sheelat 
ḥalom) and merits a response from heaven, in Aramaic, “lefum tza’ara agra” (“As is 
the effort, so is the reward”). With this, he understands that his ’akedah had in fact 
been accepted by God from the outset. Why was this understanding revealed to him 
in Aramaic rather than Hebrew? Because, Agnon explains, “he was not wholehearted 
with regard to the pauper . . . for when one is wholehearted, the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, takes pleasure with him in the Holy Tongue; if he is not wholehearted, they an-
swer him in Aramaic.”69 In fact, the famous phrase, “as is the effort, so is the reward,” 
appears in Pirkei Avot (5:23) in Aramaic. Agnon actively translates it into Hebrew, 
and uses the act of translation in the story’s poetical and moral framework. Again, we 
see Agnon’s notion of the essential quality of language. God, according to Agnon’s 
professed conviction, created the world using Hebrew, not Aramaic. Hebrew there-
fore has a higher spiritual standing.
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One of the manifestations of the materialistic aspect of language in Jewish tradi-
tion is the connection between the human body and the Hebrew language. Brit milah 
(circumcision), for example means literarily the “covenant of the word’ (milah means 
both “circumcision” and “word”).70 Sefer yetzirah — which, as noted, is often ref-
erenced by Agnon— investigates the relationship between body, language, and the 
cosmos. There is also a connection of this sort in “Lefi hatza’ar hasakhar.” After the 
incident at the synagogue and after “he heard what he had heard,” R. Tzidkiyahu takes 
quill in hand, wanting “to put in writing the words that were placed on his mouth, like 
the ashes of Isaac that are placed on the altar.”71 Agnon goes into no details, but he is 
here referring to the well- known exegesis of a biblical verse: “Then will I remember 
My covenant with Jacob, and also My covenant with Isaac, and also My covenant 
with Abraham will I remember . . . ” (Lev. 26:42). In this promise to remember his 
covenant with the Patriarchs, God uses the word “remember” with regard to Jacob and 
Abraham, but not with Isaac. Why is this so? According to Rashi, it is because God 
sees “Isaac’s ashes . . . heaped on the altar.” This, of course, raises a difficulty, since 
in the end it is a ram, and not Isaac, who is sacrificed (Gen. 22:13). In his supercom-
mentary on Rashi, R. Judah Loew ben Bezalel (the Maharal) explains that, because 
Isaac was ready and willing to be sacrificed, it is as if he was sacrificed and therefore it 
was as if his ashes were spread on the altar; thus, it is the act of ’akedah that is remem-
bered by God.72 By definition, the act of remembrance involves words— a language of 
remembering, as in liturgical poetry or literature.

In Sefer sofer vesipur, Agnon cites one of his favorite sources of influence, 
R. Nahman of Breslov, who claimed that one who is able to write a book and does 
not, is like someone who has lost a son.73 R. Tzidkiyahu, and by extension Agnon 
himself, experienced no less than Abraham’s own experience when he was standing 
before the altar ready to slaughter his son, his dearest poetical creation, for the sake of 
an unknown, incomprehensible higher being. As Abraham was prepared to sacrifice 
his son, so does R. Tzidkiyahu sacrifice his own ’akedah.74 Abraham’s faith is thus 
intermingled with R. Tzidkiyahu’s “faithful” art.75

“Lefi hatza’ar hasakhar” is one of Agnon’s ars- poetic works. In it, Agnon, a Hebrew 
author, writes about the ’akedah by means of another Hebrew- language author, the 
fictional R. Tzidkiyahu. Both make use of a variety of existing traditional knowledge, 
“as it was written in the Torah and as it was related in the midrash.”76 And here we 
hearken back to To This Day, in which the protagonist, Shmuel Yosef, is made, as 
we have seen, in Agnon’s own image. As it happens, Shmuel Yosef has a friend, and 
“[t] his friend had the same first and middle names that I did, which was uncommon, 
since they don’t as a rule go together.”77 Moreover, this friend, Yosef Shmuel, is also an 
author. He is writing a book titled Phenomenological Taxonomy, or On the Repetition 
of Things, in which he seeks to explore how events such as the ’akedah (that is, unrea-
soned sacrifice), reoccur throughout history. In “Lefi hatza’ar hasakhar,” the biblical 
story of the ’akedah is textually transmitted throughout the ages through commen-
taries, poetical works, and religious works. The textual whole thus created is not di-
achronic, but synchronic. If we remember how R. Tzidkiyahu plucked both his own 
poem and a poem that was to be composed only generations later out of the air, and 
how his ’akedah then returned to this eternal textual realm, we understand that textual 
transmission is more of a textual participation. Imagine a linguistic universe beyond 
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time and space to which any (Jewish, Hebrew- speaking) human being can gain access 
at any given moment. Not only do all human generations participate in this realm, 
but God as well. They all take part in both the creative process and its ultimate tool, 
namely the language by which everything is created, Hebrew. It is no wonder that the 
material aspects of this language are very present in “Lefi hatza’ar hasakhar.”

For this story’s title, Agnon uses the Hebrew translation of lefum tza’ara agra, 
and makes a point of informing his readers: “I haven’t changed a thing [of the story] 
and haven’t added a thing, besides giving a name to [it]. And, out of love for the 
Holy Language, I have named it in the Holy Language, which is holiest of all lan-
guages, to praise the names of our God.”78 It as if Agnon here detaches himself from 
R. Tzidkiyahu. Agnon, unlike R. Tzidkiyahu, is entitled to use Hebrew for the title of 
his story, since he always had faith in it.

Time and Text in “Tehilla”

Apart from language, remembrance requires the notion of time. In Agnon’s “Tehilla,” 
we can see how these are intertwined in the life of the protagonist. Tehilla is an old 
woman in Jerusalem whom the (unnamed) narrator meets by chance. After the two 
have had several encounters, Tehilla asks the narrator to write a letter to her first fiancé, 
Shraga. Her father had annulled the marriage contract between them, she explains, 
and Shraga had taken great offense; she seeks finally to appease him. To readers, it 
seems clear that Shraga is no longer alive. If one takes Tehilla at her word and con-
ceives that she wants to carry the letter with her to her grave, one might ask: Why not 
simply ask for Shraga’s forgiveness in the hereafter? The answer is that, for Agnon, 
the act of writing is not a mere means: it makes things happen in this world and even 
in the hereafter.

Let us start with the protagonist’s name. Tehilla (tehilah) means a psalm, the sin-
gular form of tehilim (Psalms).79 Tehilla believes that “all a man’s deeds from his birth 
to his death are portioned out to him; and even the number of times that a man should 
recite Psalms.” Agnon could have chosen any act to mark the allotted amount of times 
one is predetermined to do something; he chose the reciting of Psalms. Tehilla con-
tinues: “I have made it my practice to recite a day’s portion each day. Today I went 
on and completed two daily portions.” If Tehilla (like every human being) has a 
given amount of times to recite Psalms, and she recites a double portion in the course 
of a single day, it means that she has shortened her life. (A hard determinist might 
claim that this day as well is part of Tehilla’s predestined life.) And, indeed, Tehilla 
says: “When I thought this over I felt sad, for maybe I am no longer necessary in the 
world and they want to be done with me and are urging me on to finish my share and 
complete my portion.” And yet, she adds, “it is good to give thanks to the Lord” (Ps. 
92:2). As far as Tehilla is concerned, life has value only if one can use it to praise the 
Lord. In death, one cannot recite Psalms, one cannot utter “so much as a single word” 
to sing God’s glory.80

Language is both a motif and the plot’s catalyst. As Tehilla tells it, the notion of 
measuring one’s life by language has accompanied her since her childhood.81 As 
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a “chatterbox,” she was always at the center of attention, until “an old man living 
nearby . . . told those who were happy at my chatter, ‘What a pity about this child 
who wastes all her words in infancy, for what will be left over for her old age?’ ”82 
Ever since, she explains, she has been “weighing every word,” making “practice of 
speaking little.”83 Language is also central for the narrator; as in some of Agnon’s 
other stories, he is “a man of the pen.” Tehilla links the connection between a scribe 
and a writer (both denoted in Hebrew by the word sofer) when she eventually makes 
her request:

I have heard that you are a man of the pen, that you are a modern- day scribe. Maybe you 
can loan me your pen for a little letter. ... Here is a sheet of paper, first- grade paper . . . from 
the times when they used to make good paper. . . . One thing more I ask of you, write in the 
square letters of the prayer book, or in the Torah script.84

For Tehilla, writing is a holy occupation. As with the work of traditional Jewish 
scribes,

the quality of the material meant for writing— the paper (or parchment), the pen 
(the quill) and the shape of the letters (“square letters” or “Torah script”)— are im-
portant because they determine the quality of the words and their meaning. Tehilla’s 
request that the narrator write the letter is actually a request to write her life, to tran-
scribe the events of her life, or, better formulated, to consciously connect between 
time and language.

The connection between language and time, words and events, already exists in the 
prewritten version of Tehilla’s story, that is, her actual life. All the major events in her 
life are intimately connected with texts, some strictly halakhic, some based on custom. 
For instance, we know the year of her birth because, following a custom found among 
both Christians and Jews, her father had written the date, along with those of her other 
siblings, in his Bible. Another instance is that of Shraga’s father placing an order for 
the writing of a pair of tefillin (phylacteries) for his son, which hints that Shraga is old 
enough to take upon himself all the decrees of the Torah, including marriage.

Many of the halakhic texts marking the stages of Tehilla’s life are annulled con-
tracts. Most significant is the marriage contract betrothing her to Shraga, which is torn 
to shreds by her father, the head of the local Jewish community, when he discovers 
that Shraga and his family are hasidim; for the father, this is tantamount to their hav-
ing renounced Judaism altogether. In response: “Shraga leaped up and swore that he 
would never forgive us the insult. And father never bothered to ask Shraga’s forgive-
ness, although he knew that if you annul a match you have to ask forgiveness of the 
humiliated party.” In addition, Tehilla’s father excommunicates Shraga’s family, bar-
ring the men from being called up in the synagogue to read the Torah. As Tehilla tells 
it: “If they had not gone to another town where they were called up to the Torah, they 
would never have lived out their year.”85 That is to say, without actively participating 
in the social transmitting of the text, participating in the cycle of reading the Torah, 
they would have no reason to exist.

This perception of language and world is not unique to Tehilla. As we have seen, 
it is part of the intimate relationship between the Jewish people and the text. It is thus 
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no wonder that the narrator shares the same notion. For instance, he writes that, every 
time he visits Jerusalem, it seems to him that the city is renewing itself:

He Who by His goodness renews the work of Creation every day makes His city anew 
every hour. New buildings are not built, new plants are not planted, yet Jerusalem herself 
keeps on becoming new. Whenever I enter the City she seems new to me. I do not know 
in what this novelty consists. Let the great clarifiers [that is, commentators] come and 
clarify it for us.86

Jerusalem is not a city and Tehilla is not an old woman; they are both texts. The 
multiple use of the word “new” is also deeply connected with the text and with the 
basic Jewish intellectual activity not only of transmitting the text but also— and no 
less important— of participating in it by means of “renewing” it. Thus, Jerusalem is 
like the written Torah in that “new buildings are not built, new plants are not planted,” 
but the city nonetheless miraculously “keeps on becoming new.” The stress here is 
on “becoming,” including both the idea of transmitting and participating. As with 
Tehilla, the narrator uses texts to measure time. So that, in wondering whether Shraga 
is still alive, he notes the passage of time “since the day your father tore up the be-
trothal agreement”; Tehilla acknowledges that Shraga has been dead for thirty years.87

All of the tragedies in Tehilla’s life can be traced back to this broken engagement, 
for which she never received a “writ of forgiveness.”88 She marries another man and 
has two sons with him, but loses both of them in events that are connected to tefillin. 
Her firstborn, a sickly child, suffers a shock shortly before his bar mitzvah when he 
sees a “man dressed in shrouds like a corpse.” Although this is not a corpse but rather 
“a madman who used to do crazy things,” her son does not recover from the shock but 
“went on flickering like a memorial candle during the closing prayer on Yom Kippur. 
And before he ever had a chance to put on his phylacteries he gave up his soul and 
died.”89 Two years later, her other son, approaching his own bar mitzvah, disappears 
on the way to the sofer who is writing his tefillin. Sometime later, her husband dies. 
Tehilla is left with an only daughter, whom she hopes one day to marry to a Torah 
scholar. In the end, however, her daughter becomes an apostate, or as Tehilla puts 
it, “an evil spirit entered into my daughter and she became crazy.”90 It appears that 
Agnon doesn’t quite trust his readers, and perhaps Tehilla doesn’t trust the narrator, 
her listener, to make the proper connection between these events. Thus, the author, 
through Tehilla (speaking of her elder son’s death), makes the matter explicit:

During the seven days of mourning I sat thinking to myself, My son died at the close of 
the Sabbath, after the Havdala ceremony, thirty days before his time for putting on phy-
lacteries, and it was at the close of the Sabbath after the Havdala ceremony thirty days 
before I was to go under the bridal canopy with Shraga that father tore up the betrothal 
agreement.91

Once Tehilla has finished recounting her story, she dictates her letter. When it is 
done, she seals it in a jar and, accompanied by the narrator, goes to the Burial Society. 
Here we learn of another textual ritual of hers. Each year she goes to the Burial Society 
to renew the contract for her grave on the Mount of Olives. Like a Japanese death poet, 
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Tehilla knows exactly when she will die, and, as with these poets, the event itself is 
intimately connected with language and text. Indeed, Tehilla has already invited the 
“the purifiers and washers to come” and prepare her body for burial.92

Tehilla concludes both her spiritual and earthly affairs on the same day by the 
writing and sealing of two texts, the writ of forgiveness addressed to Shraga and the 
deed on her grave. The narrator and the clerk at the Burial Society end Tehilla’s life 
by writing the last words of both texts. Though she has resigned from life she needs 
the writ to be signed, as she tells the clerk: “If I still have years to live . . . I gladly 
give them to you and to all who wish for life. Here is the contract. Sign it.”93 The nar-
rator, like Agnon himself by the very act of writing Tehilla’s life, is also the author of 
her death.

Tehilla is using preformulated texts (Psalms, contracts) not only to define the major 
events in her life but also to fill everything in between. Tehilla’s and Shraga’s lives 
constitute a crossroad on the boundless linguistic space, as his textual curse is trans-
mitted into Tehilla’s life. Language is both the disease and its antidote, a cure made of 
the very substance of the poison.

Transmitting Nothingness: From the Whiteness between the 
Letters to the Absent Library

Let us briefly observe another important aspect of the materialistic aspect of lan-
guage, namely, the materialistic notion of absence.94 One would expect the materi-
alistic aspect of language to be a celebration of presence. The promethean fire given 
to humanity is language, Hebrew according to Jewish tradition, and with language 
one can gain direct access to the essence of things. From this it follows that the ma-
teriality of language— its words, letters, and shapes, and the surface upon which they 
are written— all have meaning. We may add here that one of the manifestations of 
this approach, seemingly breaking the biblical prohibition against idol worship, is 
the phenomenon of textual amulets, the fetish of written language. However, if we 
explore the consequences of the perception of language as depicted above, and es-
pecially its materialistic aspect, we might reach one of the conclusions arrived at by 
rabbinical Judaism. In the wake of the destruction of the Second Temple, the Sages 
were left with language and its material aspects as the only means of accessing the di-
vine. Hence, they took the exploration of learning and language (Hebrew especially) 
to an extreme, according more significance to the process of learning than to the mo-
ment of achieving knowledge. Intellectual discourse is crucial even in kabbalistic 
texts: Agnon cites the Zohar and tells us: “Once the world was created it could not 
have been sustained had it not occurred to the Divine Will to create human beings, 
who would engage in the study of Torah, for the sake of which the world would be 
sustained. Now, those who delve into the Torah and engage in its study are as if they 
sustained the whole world.”95

Man participates and sustains creation through textual transmission. The world of 
things and deeds does not exist independently of the Torah, of language. One might 
say that the Jewish “linguistic turn” was an historical outcome. Since the destruction 
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of the Second Temple, the symbolic connection between the people of Israel, the land 
of Israel, and the God of Israel is no longer a place (the Temple) but rather a function 
of discourse and language.96 And yet, if we are left only with language, our only op-
tion is an endless play of meaning; there is never any resting on a point of absolute, 
transcendental meaning. Thus the materiality of language is deeply connected with its 
opposite phenomenon: the materiality of absence.

In the art of Jewish scribes, the whiteness between the letters (the absence, if you 
will), has an important positive function. As one of Agnon’s characters in a story titled 
“Sefer takhlit hama’asim” (The Book on the Purpose of Deeds) tells us:

The Sages of his generation said that R. Meir the scribe was worthy of being paid a sela’ 
for each word he wrote and a sela’ for the whiteness in the scroll between each letter and 
each word, for just as he was punctilious in his writing, so was he punctilious in keeping 
the spaces between the letters and between each word, until the whiteness in the scroll 
illuminated the writing and itself. I have heard it said in the name of R. Levi Yitzhak of 
Berdichev, may his soul rest in heaven, that even in the whiteness of the scroll there is 
holiness and light, but that one shall perceive this light in the whiteness only when our 
Messiah is come.97

In other work by Agnon, we are offered a negative dimension of materialistic lin-
guistic absence. In Sefer sofer vesipur he mentions one of the most famous hasidic 
stories about R. Nahman of Breslov, that concerning a burnt book. After many mis-
fortunes in his life, R. Nahman concludes that the cause for his misery is a book he 
had written. He demands that his students burn all copies of this book, now known 
famously as “the burnt book.” According to Agnon, R. Natan (R. Nahman’s most im-
portant disciple), wrote the following:

When I was writing the holy book in front of our Rebbe, which was burned under his 
command, our Rebbe told me, “If you only knew what you are writing, etc.” I answered 
him humbly, “But of course, I know nothing at all.” He replied, ‘You do not know how 
much you do not know.”98

Another book attesting to R. Nahman’s presence by way of absence is “the hidden 
book.” R. Natan quotes R. Nahman as saying that this book was regarded as “the se-
cret of secrets . . . and [he] said that only the Messiah will give commentary on this 
book.”99 Agnon had his own personal burnt book. In 1924, while he was living in 
Germany, someone set fire to the building he was living in. The fire devoured his col-
lection of rare books, manuscripts, and even a completed novel, Bitzror hah ̣ayim (In 
Eternal Life).100 Agnon never ceased mourning the loss of this book, mentioning it 
even in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech.101

The notion of missing texts appears in many of Agnon’s works. In “Fable of the 
Goat,” a son, at his father’s request, follows a she- goat through a hidden path that 
leads to the land of Israel. He writes a note to his father and places it in the goat’s ear, 
but the father fails to find it. Thinking his son has been killed, he has the goat slaugh-
tered; it is only then that the un- transmitted text falls from the goat’s ear, bearing the 
son’s message on how to follow the animal to the Promised Land.102 Other stories in 
the same vein include “Haderashah” (The Sermon) “Sefer sheaved” (A Book That 
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Was Lost) and “’Al even aḥat” (On One Stone), all of which focus on the loss of books 
or manuscripts.103

In To This Day, the existence of an entire library is in question. The narrator is asked 
by the widow of Dr. Levi (= Moses?) to advise her about two rooms filled with books 
(= the Written Torah and the Oral Torah?) her husband had left to her.104 A reader 
who follows the narrator’s descriptions of their meetings might well be reminded of 
Paradise and the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai:

The house stood . . . in the middle of a garden . . . I remember strolling through it with 
Dr. Levi, picking fruit and marveling at his knowledge while the birds, loathe to interrupt 
his displays of erudition, soared in silence overhead.105

Indeed, following this line of interpretation, the death of Dr. Levi signals an expul-
sion from a paradise of text, of knowledge. When the narrator returns to Dr. Levi’s 
garden “it was desolate, its flowers gone, its trees cut down, crows cawing from their 
stumps.”106 At the end of To This Day, the narrator has his own house, big enough for 
all of Dr. Levi’s books. The rooms reserved for them, however, remain empty.

Conclusion

One can compare the moments of text transmission to what Jacques Lacan called 
“points de capiton,” moments in which we have the (necessary) illusion of fixed 
meaning.107 In order to create these moments of fixed meaning from the amorphic 
textual nebula (in our case, the Jewish corpus), one must make them apparent. The 
text (in our case, a Jewish text) becomes material, like a drop of water falling from 
an intangible linguistic cloud. One cannot transmit a text without materialization in 
spoken or written language. And by the very transmission of a given text, one perforce 
participates in it.

If words and things are submerged one inside the other, the concrete matter of 
which language is made bears meaning as well. The paper, the parchment, the “white-
ness” of the text on which the letters are written; the black or gold (or other color) ink 
they are written in; the book the letters create; the library— all of these bear meaning.

Rabbinical Judaism was well aware of that notion, and Agnon, for his part, con-
sciously took part in one of the most original ideas of rabbinical Judaism— indeed, 
the idea that defined it as such, namely, the notion of receiving on Mount Sinai both 
the Oral and the Written Torah. The creation of the Oral Torah is eternal; it is a human 
project that will last until the end of time. Students, commentators, authors like Agnon 
himself, and readers are all tapping into this textual reservoir during the course of their 
lifetimes. For Agnon, with his anthologies and his continuous references to Jewish 
sources, text belongs not to the epistemological realm but rather to the ontological. 
Language, learning, text, and Torah are an indispensable part of his work and art. 
Agnon’s own work, as with Jerusalem in “Tehilla,” “keeps on becoming new,” as it is 
part of a larger scheme of words that in itself is always becoming new. Agnon is a par-
adigm of human agency in Jewish textual intimacy,108 part of a weighty tradition that 
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consciously demands of its adherents not only to transmit what they have received 
from the generations before, but to actively participate in its creation.
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